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SEEDLING CARE FAQ
A Practical Guide to Handling, Planting & Establishing Healthy Seedlings

Seedlings. Extension. Agronomy.

Rooted in Sustainability, Growing with Farmers.

Introduction
A good harvest begins with the right planting material—and quality seedlings are only the beginning. How a seedling is

transported, planted, watered, protected and managed during its first weeks can significantly influence its establishment

and future performance. This guide answers common questions farmers ask when purchasing and establishing

seedlings, particularly fruit tree, vegetable, herb and other horticultural seedlings.

Frequently Asked Questions
1. How do I know that a seedling is healthy?

A healthy seedling should generally have a strong, well-developed stem; healthy, appropriately coloured leaves; a

well-developed root system; no obvious signs of pests or disease; good vigour and active growth; and no severe wilting

or physical damage. For grafted fruit seedlings, also check that the graft union is healthy and properly established. Avoid

planting material showing severe pest damage, disease symptoms, broken stems or badly damaged roots.

2. What should I do immediately after receiving my seedlings?

Do not leave seedlings packed away for long periods. Place them in a cool, protected area; check their general

condition; water if the growing medium is dry; protect them from excessive wind and harsh sunlight; avoid unnecessary

handling of stems and roots; and plant them as soon as practical. If planting cannot happen immediately, keep them in a

suitable temporary holding area and maintain appropriate moisture.

3. Can I plant seedlings immediately after collecting them from the nursery?

Yes, provided the field and planting holes are ready. Ideally, prepare the field before collecting your seedlings. This

reduces the amount of time seedlings spend waiting to be planted and minimizes stress during establishment.
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4. How should I transport seedlings?

Transport seedlings carefully to avoid broken stems, damaged leaves, root-ball disturbance, excessive heat and

prolonged exposure to wind. Where possible, transport them during cooler parts of the day. Do not pile seedlings in a

way that crushes or severely bends them.

5. Should I water seedlings before transplanting?

Yes, particularly if the growing medium is dry. A well-hydrated seedling generally handles transplanting better than one

that is already severely water-stressed. However, avoid leaving seedlings sitting in stagnant water.

6. When is the best time to transplant?

For many crops, transplanting is best done during cooler conditions, such as early morning or late afternoon. For field

planting, having adequate soil moisture is important. Where rainfall is unreliable, irrigation or another dependable water

source should be available. UkulimaModern ■ Seedlings. Extension. Agronomy. ■ Page 2

7. How should I prepare the planting hole?

The appropriate hole size depends on the crop, soil and production system. Prepare holes before bringing seedlings to

the field; loosen compacted soil; separate topsoil from deeper soil where practical; incorporate appropriate organic

matter based on agronomic advice; and ensure the site has suitable drainage. For fruit trees, also consider eventual tree

size, spacing and orchard design.

8. Should I put manure or fertilizer directly against the roots?

No. Fresh manure or concentrated fertilizer placed directly against tender roots can cause root injury. Organic manure

should be properly decomposed and thoroughly incorporated into the appropriate soil layer. Fertilizer placement and

rates should be guided by the crop, soil condition and, where possible, soil-test results.

9. Should I remove the nursery bag before planting?

Yes. For seedlings grown in plastic bags or similar containers, carefully remove the container before planting. Take care

not to break apart the root ball unnecessarily. Never plant a seedling with a non-degradable plastic nursery bag still

surrounding its roots.

10. How deep should I plant my seedling?

Plant at approximately the same depth at which the seedling was growing in its nursery container, unless crop-specific

recommendations indicate otherwise. For grafted fruit trees, the graft union should remain above the soil surface. Do not

bury the graft union.

11. What should I do immediately after planting?

Firm the soil gently around the root zone; water thoroughly where irrigation is available; ensure the seedling is upright;

mulch where appropriate; protect it from livestock and physical damage; and monitor it regularly during establishment.

12. How often should newly planted seedlings be watered?

There is no single watering schedule that applies to every farm. Water requirements depend on crop, seedling size, soil

type, weather, rainfall, temperature, wind, mulching, irrigation system and stage of establishment. The objective is to

maintain adequate root-zone moisture without creating prolonged waterlogging. Check soil moisture rather than relying

solely on a fixed calendar.

13. What is transplanting shock?

Transplanting shock is the stress a plant experiences when moved from one growing environment to another. It may

appear as temporary wilting, leaf drooping, leaf yellowing or reduced growth; some crops may shed leaves. Good

preparation, careful handling, appropriate watering and protection from environmental stress can help reduce it.

14. Should I fertilize immediately after transplanting?

Not necessarily. A newly transplanted seedling is first concerned with establishing its root system. Applying excessive

fertilizer too soon can damage young roots. A nutrition programme should consider the crop, soil fertility, seedling

condition and establishment stage. More fertilizer does not automatically mean faster growth.
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15. Should I mulch around newly planted seedlings?

Mulching can be beneficial when properly managed. Benefits may include conserving soil moisture, moderating soil

temperature, reducing weed competition and adding organic matter when suitable materials decompose. Do not pile

mulch directly against the stem.

16. How can I protect seedlings from weeds?

Weeds compete with young crops for water, nutrients, light and space. Keep the immediate root zone reasonably

weed-free, especially during early establishment. Use appropriate methods such as hand weeding, mulching,

mechanical control or other crop-appropriate weed-management approaches. UkulimaModern ■ Seedlings. Extension.
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17. Do seedlings need shade after planting?

It depends on the crop. Some seedlings may require temporary protection when exposed to harsh environmental

conditions, while others are intended for full-sun production. Do not automatically keep all seedlings under shade. The

objective is to gradually establish the crop under the environmental conditions in which it will grow.

18. What is hardening off?

Hardening off is the process of gradually adapting nursery-grown seedlings to field conditions before transplanting. It

can involve progressively exposing seedlings to greater sunlight, wind and, where appropriate, reduced watering

frequency. Proper hardening can reduce transplanting stress.

19. What should I do if the leaves turn yellow?

Yellow leaves can have many causes, including nutrient deficiency, excess water, poor drainage, root damage, pest

infestation, disease, transplanting stress or natural ageing of older leaves. Do not immediately assume the plant needs

fertilizer. Inspect roots, soil moisture, drainage, leaves and overall plant condition before deciding on corrective action.

20. What if my seedling starts wilting?

First investigate the cause. Check soil moisture, root condition, recent transplanting, excessive heat, wind exposure,

root damage, pests, diseases and drainage. If the soil is dry, provide appropriate irrigation. If the soil is already

excessively wet, adding more water may worsen the problem.

21. How do I protect seedlings from pests and diseases?

Start with regular scouting. Inspect new leaves, undersides of leaves, stems, growing points, root zones and

surrounding weeds. Look for holes, leaf curling, discolouration, wilting, spots, dieback, unusual growth and insects.

Early detection allows farmers to consider appropriate management before problems become severe.

22. Should I spray seedlings routinely?

Routine spraying without identifying a problem is not necessarily good crop management. Use an Integrated Pest

Management (IPM) approach: Prevent → Scout → Identify → Assess → Act → Monitor. Where chemical control is

necessary, select an appropriate registered product and follow the product label, recommended rates, safety

precautions and applicable regulations.

23. When should I start pruning a fruit seedling?

Avoid aggressive pruning immediately after transplanting unless there is a specific reason. Allow the plant to establish

first. Pruning objectives depend on the crop and intended training system. For fruit trees, early training can eventually

help develop strong structure, appropriate canopy architecture, better light penetration and manageable tree height.

24. Do grafted seedlings require special care?

Yes. Take particular care of the graft union. Keep it above soil level; do not damage it; remove shoots emerging below

the graft union; avoid tying materials tightly around the stem; and monitor the graft for healthy development. Vigorous

growth emerging from below the graft generally originates from the rootstock rather than the desired variety and should

be removed.
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25. How long does it take for a seedling to establish?

There is no universal timeframe. Establishment depends on crop and variety, seedling age and quality, soil, water

availability, weather, planting technique, nutrition and pest or disease pressure. Focus on healthy new growth and root

establishment rather than expecting every crop to follow the same timeline. UkulimaModern ■ Seedlings. Extension.
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26. What records should I keep after planting?

Record planting date, seedling variety, number planted, field location, spacing, watering, fertilizer applications, manure

or compost applications, pest and disease observations, treatments applied, mortality or replacements, growth

observations and harvest information. These records become especially valuable when managing larger orchards or

repeated production cycles.

27. What if some seedlings die after planting?

Do not automatically replace them without investigating why they died. Possible causes include poor planting, drought,

waterlogging, root damage, pest attack, disease, livestock damage, poor-quality planting material or extreme weather.

Identify the likely cause, correct the underlying problem and then replace where necessary.

28. Can I plant different crops together?

Yes, depending on the production system. Intercropping can improve land use and diversify farm production, but

compatibility should be considered. Factors include crop spacing, canopy size, root competition, water requirements,

nutrient demand, pest and disease interactions, harvest periods and farm management practices.

29. What is the most important thing to remember after buying seedlings?

Buying a quality seedling is the beginning—not the end—of the establishment process. The seedling needs the right

variety + proper planting + adequate water + healthy soil + protection + timely management.

30. When should I seek professional agronomic advice?

Seek professional advice when you encounter persistent or unclear problems such as repeated seedling mortality,

severe yellowing, unusual growth, persistent wilting, serious pest infestation, disease symptoms, poor establishment,

poor growth despite adequate care, soil fertility concerns, poor drainage or uncertainty about fertilizer application.

Where possible, provide clear photos, crop details, location, planting date and information about what has already been

done. UkulimaModern ■ Seedlings. Extension. Agronomy. ■ Page 5
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Quick Seedling Establishment Checklist

BEFORE PLANTING DURING PLANTING AFTER PLANTING

■ Field prepared ■ Nursery container removed ■ Moisture monitored

■ Planting holes prepared ■ Root ball handled carefully ■ Mulch applied appropriately

■ Water source available ■ Appropriate planting depth ■ Weeds controlled

■ Appropriate spacing ■ Graft union above soil where applicable ■ Seedlings protected

■ Quality seedlings confirmed ■ Soil firmed around roots ■ Pests/diseases scouted

■ Careful transport arranged ■ Seedling watered ■ Nutrition monitored

■ Records maintained

From Seedlings to Productive Farms
At UkulimaModern, we believe farmers need more than planting material. Our approach brings together:

■ Seedlings — Quality planting material suited to the farmer's production needs.

■ Extension — Practical guidance, training, farm visits and ongoing farmer support.

■ Agronomy — Soil health, crop nutrition, pest management and farm-specific technical advisory.

Our goal is simple: help farmers make better decisions from the nursery to the farm.

Need help with your seedlings?
Talk to UkulimaModern.

Seedlings. Extension. Agronomy.
Rooted in Sustainability, Growing with Farmers.

Website: www.ukulimamodernseedlings.co.ke

Email: info@ukulimamodernseedlings.co.ke

Disclaimer

This guide is provided for educational and farm-planning purposes. Seedling and crop management recommendations should be
adapted to the specific crop, soil characteristics, production system and farm conditions. Where possible, decisions should be supported
by current soil and/or plant tissue analysis and professional agronomic advice. Product labels, applicable regulations and recommended
application instructions should always be followed.



